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Connecting Early Neolithic worlds 
The 2016 excavation
Excavations in 2016 opened three trenches: trench 1 at the end of the first chamber; trench 3 at the southern end of the second chamber; and trench 2 at the point that the lower passage leads to the third chamber. The upper layers of trench 1 revealed an organised hearth with associated Late Neolithic pottery. Directly beneath the hearth was a sterile horizon that sealed an Early Neolithic layer. This formed the fill of a cut, which is defined by a series of stakeholes, to the west and north of the trench. At the centre of this complex was a large posthole with stone filling at the base, along with a complex of three shallow pits (Figure 3 ). Trench 2 in the low passage yielded exclusively Early Neolithic material, including a dry stone feature. This may represent a low wall that was part of a circular or semi-circular structure (Figure 4 ). At the base of the fill of the structure was a burnt layer containing animal bones. In trench 3 a layer of burnt stones was unearthed, among which was a decorated stone with curves, lines and possible red colouring. 
Connecting worlds
The spatial arrangement of the archaeological features, bones and pottery finds in the Late Neolithic layer of trench 1 may suggest that the cave functioned as a temporary shelter for mobile groups during the Late Neolithic.
Preliminary dating evidence from trench 2 places the Early Neolithic occupation at Mala Pećina in the first half of the sixth millennium BC. The presence of both coastal and hinterland Impresso-type pottery ( Figure 5 ) in the same context (Mala Pećina, 2001) indicates that the Adriatic Neolithic might not just be the predecessor of the Balkan hinterland Neolithic. On the contrary, Neolithic groups in both areas may have been in contact from the very early centuries of the sixth millennium BC.
Mala Pećina presents the Early Neolithic 'package' with decorated pottery, structures, signs of ritual activities (trench 3) and evidence for domesticated animals and plants. These groups were neither living within the cave, nor staying inside for long periods (for seasonal-periodical occupation). The bone assemblage comprising mainly young animals, and the large quantities of open vessels suggest that the cave was used for social congregation by groups travelling between the Adriatic coast and the central Balkan plains. More research is required in order to investigate the patterns and the duration of such movement. Mala Pećina provides a good example of the connection of two areas-the coast and the hinterland-separated by the Dinaric Alps. It also indicates that there was no clear Early Neolithic coast to hinterland route, but rather more of a mutual interaction between the respective Early Neolithic groups of each area. The Dinaric Alps may be a 'marginal space' where different cultural groups were in contact and exchanged ideas and objects. 
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